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, the IWSA grew out of the frustration of some of the ICW members with that organization's refusal to take a stance on the issue of women's suffrage. Its membership originally included ten national suffrage associations; by 1914, that number had grown to twentyfive. As the first explicitly feminist international women's organization, the IWSA was primarily concerned with winning the franchise, although by 1920 its agenda had expanded to include a host of other women's rights issues. Dedicated to "the civil, moral, and economic enfranchisement of women," the alliance addressed questions of women's status ranging from prostitution and slavery to equal pay and married women's nationality rights.20 In 1926, after women in many countries finally obtained the vote, the group changed its name to the International Alliance of Women (IAW) to reflect its broadened focus.
From its inception, the IWSA was dominated by women from the United States and Northern and Western Europe. Nevertheless, its members held high hopes that women from around the world could be brought together to protest their universal status as second-class citizens. Differences of race, religion, and culture would be overcome by commitment to a common cause. Finnish suffragist Annie Furuhjelm, reflecting on the heady days of the first IWSA conference in 1904, recalled the organization's founding ethos:
First and foremost we get to know the ideals of womanhood, and we find that our ideals as women citizens are strangely alike. In spite of differences of tradition and climate, of race, religion, and language, we feel we all have something in common. We perceive that the motor force of the whole movement is the intuitive comprehension of women that they have to go out of their individual homes in order to make the big world more of a home, through all we feel the warm beating of a woman's heart, and her wonderful optimism in regard to the problems of our day. 21 If her words suggest the spirit of internationalism that IWSA members hoped their organization embodied, they also reveal a vision of feminism as one predicated on women's entry into the public sphere. Uniquely qualified as caretakers, women needed to bring their special abilities to bear on national and world affairs. Only by coming out of their "individual homes" could they hope to gain equality with men.
Such rhetoric, based on prevailing notions of female/male difference, was commonly used by Anglo-American suffragists to persuade their opponents that the franchise would not threaten women's traditional role. Yet the emphasis on extending women's work outside the home not only assumed a universal division between public and private spheres but also that the female/private sphere was, in Sheila Webster's words, "somehow peripheral to 'society.' "" The feminist agenda set by the Euro/American leaders of the IWSA, which focused on the attainment of formal equality, put forth women's participation in public life as the touchstone of their emancipation. Accordingly, their assessment of women's status in non-Western countries would be colored by 132 Charlotte Weber the supposition that the degree of women's oppression mirrored the degree of their seclusion from the public sphere.
That belief formed part of the ideological prism through which Carrie Chapman Catt and Aletta Jacobs viewed Middle East societies during their fifteen-month trip to Africa and Asia in 1911-12. Their itinerary included South Africa, Palestine, Syria, Egypt, Ceylon, India, Burma, the East Indies, the Philippines, China, Korea, and Japan. The two women set off on their journey as ambassadors of women's liberation, intending to spread word of the suffrage cause and to expand the alliance's membership outside of Europe, Australia, and North America. Their mission was also in part a fact-finding one, to collect information and report back on the varying conditions of women around the globe. Catt's personal diaries of the trip, along with the articles she wrote for Jus Suffragii, reflect her impressions and interpretations of the many foreign cultures she encountered.23 They offer a revealing glimpse into the broadening of her own intellectual horizons. Catt was undeniably ethnocentric, but she also made discoveries that challenged her cultural smugness. A self-professed American chauvinist before she left, she returned from her trip somewhat chastened: "Once I was a regular jingo but that was before I had visited other countries. I had thought America had a monopoly on all that stands for progress, but I had a sad awakening.... ." 24 Despite Catt's acknowledgment of her former hubris, however, she remained assured that Western women would lead the international feminist movement: they had, after all, "left the seeds of revolution behind" them. That conviction underpinned the discourse of feminist orientalism that would evolve in the pages of Jus Suffragii. Beginning with Catt's reports from Palestine and Egypt, the journal's commentators displayed a growing preoccupation with the system of strict sexual segregation in Islamic societies, which they perceived as unrelievedly oppressive to women." The veil in particular would assume prominence as the quintessential symbol of women's subordinate status. Because Western feminists assessed women's power and authority on the basis of their access to the public sphere, they were not only blind to the degree of social influence Muslim women actually possessed, but they also failed to consider how Muslim women interpreted their own status and needs. Nevertheless, it would be too simplistic to write off Western feminists' perceptions of Islamic cultures Her relative equanimity toward Islam notwithstanding, Catt never questioned the presumed superiority of the "West" over the "East." But her conviction that women's oppression was universal prompted a sincere eagerness to meet Muslim women and find out about their lives. Appointments with women from four different Muslim households had been arranged through the Jerusa-lem mission where Catt and Jacobs were staying. Of the four families, two were prominent and well-to-do; the other two were from the middle class." Catt's accounts of these visits reflected her natural curiosity about different cultures, as well as her assumptions about the state of Muslim women's feminist "awareness."
Invariably, Catt questioned her hosts about the veil. She wanted to know whether there was a movement for its removal, and if they would ever consider unveiling in public. Reaction to her query varied: some women expressed shock at the thought of showing their faces to men; others said they expected the custom eventually to die out. During one such conversation, Catt learnedto her surprise-that veiling was not prescribed by the Qur'an. Impressed by her young informant, Catt wrote of her: "She was intelligent and certainly a woman's woman in sympathy and understanding of the movement, of which she had never heard until that day."31
What are we to make of these encounters? Catt's interest in the veil clearly suggests that she took it to be a symbol of women's subordinate status-and would have considered a movement for its abolition a positive step in the feminist direction. Consistent with the long history of Western fascination with veiling, such a view did not necessarily reflect what the veil meant to the women who wore it.32 Catt's diary does not indicate whether she asked her hosts if they considered the veil to be a mark of inferiority, nor if she sought their views on women's general condition. If she had, she might have discovered that Islamic law granted women full property rights-a gain Western women did not achieve until well into the nineteenth century. The lack of such information suggests that the dialogue between Catt and her new acquaintances was less than an equal exchange.
Nevertheless, Catt did not think that feminist consciousness was limited to the "Western" mind. She recognized a kindred spirit in the young woman described above and informed the readers of Jus Suffragii of her "important discovery that the seeds of rebellion have already been planted" in the hearts of Muslim women.33 Moreover, she expressed a genuine sense of communion with them, generated by her belief that the root cause of women's oppression everywhere was the same. Catt's diary recounts a story she heard about a Syrian man who, having been to America, decided he wanted a "progressive" marriage and chose his own wife. When he brought her home to meet his mother, the "shy girl" was too embarrassed to eat, so he slapped her, telling her she now '"belonged to him" and threatening to hit her again if she did not eat. Catt's comment: "This beautiful story illustrates how readily men will grasp a new liberty for themselves but how utterly they fail to comprehend that women have a human liking for liberty too!"34 She blamed male presumption-rather than Islamic culture-for the young wife's misfortune.
By the time Catt filed her report on Egypt, her capacity for rising above orientalist assumptions had evidently grown. Struck by the difference in the degree of veiling there compared with Palestine (where women's faces were completely covered by a thick black veil, and their hands and arms concealed as well), she offered the following observations:
To the newcomer the unveiling of the Moslem woman seems the obvious first step towards an improvement of their position, but further acquaintance leads me to think that the veil is only an unimportant symptom of a condition. The seclusion of women and the wearing of the veil is not in response to commands of the Koran, but are customs which are supposed to have grown out of the long religious wars when no woman's life or virtue was held sacred. Christian women were as carefully secluded and throughout this Eastern country women wore the veil.... It is evident that the veil will soon take its departure, but it is not so easy a thing to unveil as it appears to the outside.... Women who can afford a carriage will not walk on the streets on account of the insults certain to be aimed at them. The better educated women do not approve of the veil and are much dissatisfied with the conditions which compel them to wear it. For the present, however, it is a protection which will doubtless continue, until the men of the land have been taught to respect women more than they do now. 35 Here Catt demonstrated a sympathetic understanding of the present advantages that veiling afforded women. More significantly, however, she decided that the veil was merely an "unimportant symptom" of women's general condition. That perception not only constituted a departure from popular Western opinion on the subject but represented an evolution in her own thinking as well. Indeed, the passage as a whole seems to reflect what she may have learned through conversations with Egyptian womenan indication that she was receptive to their own analyses of their position.
Thus Still, the mitigating effects of feminism on orientalist thinking must not be overstated. Despite its occasional acknowledgment of the inapplicability of "Western" solutions to "Eastern" problems, the IAW continued to uphold the example of Western feminist movements as the archetypal expression of feminism. Indeed, the growing regularity with which Muslim women were described as "ignorant" or "tradition-bound" suggests that as Western women attained more of their own feminist objectives (beginning with suffrage), the "East" came to appear increasingly "backward." Although they did not necessarily blame Islam for that state of affairs, the writers nevertheless seemed to expect that Muslim women's "liberation" could be achieved only by abandoning indigenous ways. In other words, Western feminists never considered that feminism in the Middle East might take an alternate route, using Islam as its guide.50 Although they perhaps recognized that Islam had been "misinterpreted" by male authorities, that recognition did not extend to accepting a reinterpretation of Islam as a legitimate framework for feminist movements.
Accordingly, Western feminists attached ever-greater significance to the veil as a symbol of "tradition" holding Muslim women 
It can never be repeated too often that the veil is no mere fashion, it is a wall which materially and spiritually is debarring its bearer from the developing intercourse and opportunity to co-operation with the men in a world crying for co-operation."53
Paradoxically, Western observers' growing preoccupation with the veil occurred simultaneously with their growing sensitivity to charges of ethnocentrism. Hanna Rydh in fact felt compelled to defend the alliance for assuming that European women had the right to advise "the women of the Orient." She did so on the grounds that industrialization and its social concomitants were coming inexorably to the East: Since "the peoples of the Orient are feeling inclined to take part in the advantages of the industrialism ... we women of the West cannot say we should not interfere in the way of life of our Eastern sisters, because we know how industrialisation is changing the lives of women."' For Rydh, then, the veil represented less a mark of degradation imposed by a repressive religion than a practical impediment to modernization (which she equated implicitly with progress). She saw its abolition as a prerequisite to Muslim women's participation in the public world of wage labor and politics.
By commenting on the veil in their meetings with Muslim women, and writing about it in a journal that Muslim feminists read, Western feminists interposed themselves in a highly charged debate that had been raging for years in some Middle Eastern countries. At issue here is not the position taken by Muslim feminists themselves in that debate but, rather, the extent to which it was influenced by their Western counterparts. As numerous scholars have shown, veiling has long been a contentious topic in Islamic societies, and its political meaning has varied over time. 55 To early reformers who advocated its abolition, it signified women's relegation to the private sphere and their exclusion from public life. To others, it represented the preservation of female modesty and was seen to afford women some protection from male lechery. More recently, veiling has come to symbolize resistance to Western imperialism-and as such, has been advocated both by religious fundamentalists and some Muslim feminists."
Muslim feminists, however, have never spoken with one voice on the subject, nor have they necessarily even made an issue of it. In Egypt, for example, although the Egyptian Feminist Union (EFU) had worked for an end to the harem system and women's exclusion from the public sphere 
